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County Agent’s Notes:

December 12, 2000

The Space Age is coming to the farm.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
We all know that technology is changing our world these days much faster than most of
us can keep up with it. However, we often unwittingly assume that these changes only affect the
“high tech” subjects like electronics, medicine, engineering, and so on. All of these areas affect
people in agriculture just as they do others, but less frequently do these technological things
affect agriculture directly.
With the initiation of the Boll Weevil Eradication, a new method of locating points on the
surface of the earth has been used to pinpoint fields and to record the precision with which
applications are made. This method is now being carried to another level as farmers begin to use
it to identify problems within fields and to apply corrective measures to specific areas.
When the “GPS” or Global Positioning System is used the person taking soil samples
follows a grid system of sampling in which a portable computer system linked to a GPS receiver
locates the sampling points within the field. After analysis is performed on the samples the data
is then fed back to the system which plots problem areas which need corrective measures. All
this is loaded onto a computer disk that is transferred to a similar system on the spreader truck.
Fertilizers are then applied according to the localized needs of the field.
Watching a spreader truck work under GPS control is a little strange, and a farmer used
to seeing fertilizers applied to a field might think the equipment was not functioning properly.

The truck may stop spreading automatically in areas that do not need the material, and start again
when it reaches an area that should receive the product. All the driver has to do is keep the truck
moving across the field along the lines shown on the computer screen; the system does the rest.
More advanced units actually take over the job of steering the truck across the field, with the
operator doing nothing except monitoring the system and getting it to and from the field for
reloading.
The amazing part of this story is that in most cases GPS can save the farmer money.
Most fields do not need the same amount of lime or fertilizer all over, or may not need any in
some areas. This allows the farmer to buy less product, and it prevents the application of
excessive rates where they are not needed. Yields can be improved this way, and there is less
chance of fertilizers being carried by runoff water into streams and lakes. It’s what we call a
“win – win” situation, and we don’t get many of those in agriculture.
GPS technology was developed by the military for navigation and for directing weapons
to their targets. This is the way many “smart bombs” and rockets were able to hit their targets so
well during the Gulf War. For several years the system was protected by a high level of secrecy,
but it has gradually found its way out of the military to be used in many tasks that require
accurate location of points. Some parts of the U.S. recognize this system as acceptable for land
surveying, and it is now vital as a navigation tool for planes and ships.
More advancements are coming, including use of the system for determining elevations.
Research is being done to allow the system to make determinations of such things as soil
temperature, moisture, crop condition, the presence of diseases and insects, and other things.
The potential for GPS is virtually unlimited as a means of gathering information about the earth.

In a sense it may actually be able to know too much. Next time you go outside and look up be
sure to smile because someone may be watching.

